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Geographical Inexactitude 
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In reading over recent issues of the Pan-Pacific Entomologist, I was, once more, 
reminded of a persistent error which many entomologists in this country consistently 
commit. For example, in his paper describing new tenebrionids from western North 
America, John Doyen (1983) cited specimens from “Baja California del Norte” (p. 
83) and from “Baja California Norte” (p. 90). Another such paper is that of Allen 
and Murvosh (1963). The authors uniformly cited mayfly distribution records under 
“Baja California Norte” and from “Baja California Sur.” Their map (Fig. 12) has the 
two States properly identified. 

These designations in both papers are incorrect and point to a problem to which I 
have alluded in the past (Snelling, 1970), one that emphasizes the general ignorance 
of historical events south of our border. 

Prior to 1952, the peninsula of Lower California was divided into two territories: 
Baja California del Norte and Baja California del Sur. In 1952 the northern territory 
became the State of Baja California (Estado de Baja California: note that the 
designation “del Norte” was dropped). At the same time, the southern portion 
became the Territorio del Sur de Baja California. This Territory became Estado de 
Baja California Sur in 1974 (Anonymous, 1984). 

Obviously, it is convenient to designate “del Norte” or “del Sur,” as is commonly 
done, but the fact remains that it is also geopolitically incorrect. Within their own 
country, Mexicans have no problem. The peninsula, as a whole, is “Baja 
California,” or simply “Baja”; the northern State is “Estado de Baja California,” 
and the southern State is “Baja Sur.” Authors north of the border tend to be less 
precise. 

Thus, in looking at Doyen’s paper, I wonder how I am to interpret the statement: 
“Adelonia filiformis Laporte from southern Baja California . . .,” etc.? Is the 
reference to the southern part of the State of Baja California or is it to the southern 
part of the peninsula (in other words, to the State of Baja California Sur)? Such 
imprecision in geographic citations is common, as a quick perusal of recent literature 
on insects of western North America will make clear. 

There exists confusion of still another sort: the failure to recognize that the entire 
peninsula is not a single state. For example, Evans (1966) consistently cites records 
from the entire peninsula under “Baja California” as though it were a state 
equivalent to Sonora or Michoacan. 

All of this confusion is certainly not limited to published papers. Most 
entomologists who collect there seem not to know the situation. This is attested by 
the many specimens from recent collections that I have seen labelled “Baja 
California del Norte” and “Baja California del Sur.” Then, there are the specimens 
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from La Paz, Todos Santos, and other southern peninsular localities that are labelled 
“Baja California.” 

There is a solution, a way out of this confusion, and it is based on historical 
precedent. It is a solution which, perhaps, might appeal to systematists, since it is 
merely an extension of the principle of nomenclatural priority. 

The entire peninsular region (Estado de Baja California plus Estado de Baja 
California Sur) can be referred to as Lower California; this, of course, is a 
straightforward translation of Baja California. The use of this term in entomological 
literature is more than 100 years old (e.g., LeConte, 1861; Saussure, 1875). It has 
also been used much more recently (Bohart, 1948). The two States may then be 
properly designated Baja California and Baja California Sur with little or no 
confusion. 

There certainly should be no reason to suppose that this is linguistic “chauvinism” 
on my part. It seems to me that it should be just as acceptable to use the English, viz. 
Lower California, as to use Mexico, Panama, Peru, Spain, or Germany (rather than 
the indigenous languages: Mexico, Panama, Peru, Espana, or Deutschland, etc.). 

Then, there is “Sierra Nevada Mountains” (Gilbert, 1982). This is not an 
uncommon error of redundancy. So, we see “Sierra Ancha Mountains,” “Sierra 
Madre Mountains,” etc. Since the Spanish word “sierra” = “mountains,” there truly 
is no excuse for this sort of error, other than simple carelessness. 

Authors, of course, must assume initial responsibility and should make every 
effort to avoid such errors. Reviewers, too, are not doing their job very well when 
they allow such lapsi to pass. Finally, editors must assume their share of guilt. 

In short, I suggest that we devote the same attention to detail and accuracy in 
dealing with geography as we give to taxonomy in our work. 
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